
 
11th September 2019 

 
Mr Mark Warner         
Committee Clerk 
Select Standing Committee into Local Government  
Legislative Council  
Parliament House, 4 Harvest Terrace 
West Perth WA 6005 
 
Email:  lgi@parliament.wa.gov.au  
 

Dear Mr Warner, 

Personal Submission to the Parliamentary Select Standing Committee into Local Government 

Please accept this letter as our submission to the Select Standing Committee’s investigation into the 
function and performance of Local Government, and the genuine need for reform.  
 
Our comments are based on personal experience and views of the sector having worked in the Local 
Government Industry for many years, qualified below: 
 

o Cr Katrina Crute -  10 years as an Elected Member,  four years as Deputy Shire President and 
the past two and half years as Shire President; 

o Mr Ian d’Arcy - 30 years in officer and managerial positions, with the past six years as a Local 
Government CEO.  

  

In consideration of the Select Committee’s Terms of Reference, we offer the following observations 
and comments:   

a) Whether the Local Government Act 1995 and related legislation is generally suitable 
in scope, construction and application. 
 
Simply the Local Government legislation is: 
 

i. Cumbersome, outdated, onerous and/or superfluous in some areas, and in a 
number of areas does not align to contemporary business practices of today.  

ii. Singularly premised on ‘a one size fits all’ that does not accord with diverse 
scale and varying expectations of local communities.   

iii. Orientated to place a high level of compliance, transparency and accountability 
(seen as a good thing), but similarly generates considerable cost and ever 
increasing ‘red tape’ to the frustration of ratepayers, residents and those who 
represent and work in this industry.    

iv. Complex and requires an educated and professional level of understanding and 
interpretation that generally varies across the sector, including the 
Department.  

v. Contradictory and problematic where the legislation places considerable 
emphasis on negating perceived or real  conflict, but requires the CEO to report 
on his/her employer often with ramifications, and without appropriate 



protection. This usually generates a ripple effect that stimulates poor culture 
and performance across varying levels of service delivery.    

 
In consideration of the above, there is a pressing need to review and update the 
legislation to recognize and address the points raised above. While Phase 1 of the Local 
Government review is completed and Phase 2 has commenced, it is viewed that some 
elements of Phase 1 has increased the governance and performance requirements 
(although for good reason in some areas such as mandatory training), it has placed 
further burden on already stretched resources, and has not addressed other matters 
such as the CEO and Elected member conflict.       
 
Accordingly, it is necessary for the legislation to be pragmatic in striking the right 
balance across scale, diversity, remoteness, accountability, transparency and 
expected performance with appropriate level of skill und understanding through 
industry training, support and resource sharing. 
 

b) The scope of activities of local governments. 
 
As the Office of the Auditor General (AOG) will a test too, the scope and diverse range 
of responsibilities placed on Local Government, with a considerable array of legislation 
to comply with and administer is profound. It is evident that this diversification in 
service delivery is attributed to continued cost shifting by the State and increasing 
expectation by the community. 
 
Gone are the days of ‘roads, rate and rubbish’ with Local Government delivering a 
range of traditional services. There is now ever increasing demands being placed on 
Local Government across multiple responsibilities, including governance, emergency 
management, climate change planning and preparedness, economic development 
and the like.   Adding to this, many Local Governments in the Regions in particular are 
also responsible for the funding and administration of a broad range of additional 
services, based on varying need and community fabric, however with diminishing 
resources and support being made available. Such responsibilities include (but  not 
limited to) provision of reticulated sewerage services, airport operations, 
management of water ways, community security services, child care services, out-
reach health and educational programs, GP medical services , other allied health 
support requirements, independent living and residential aged care services, to name 
a few.    
 
In many circumstances these are functions have been ‘cost shifted’ over time by the 
State on to Local Government at considerable cost to the rate payer. Often they are 
not delivered effectively nor compliantly due to lack of capacity by the Local 
Government. This has and continues to be paramount in imposing increased risk due 
to inadequate skill, expertise and reliable recurrent funding. Yet, Local Government 
has pressed on, largely in response to community expectation and need, although this 
situation is becoming untenable and unreasonable.    
 



Furthermore, it is evident the broad scope of service delivery and regulatory 
responsibility placed on Local Government is not well recognised by the State or local 
communities, with it increasing becoming expected that Local Government needs to 
do more with less within an ever changing political and economic landscape.            
  

c) The role of the department of state administering the Local Government Act 1995 and 
related legislation. 
 
From a Local Government perspective the Department’s charter is also considered 
challenging given its limited resources and capacity to support the industry. In 
consideration of the size and complexity of this sector, it is somewhat disappointing 
the Department of Local Government has a small number of staff. 
 
From a pragmatic perspective, the Department plays a very important yet very limited 
role in the affairs of Local Government, and respectfully needs to be more proactive 
in its approach on education and support, and generally partnering with Local 
Government and this representative associations to instill a culture of continuous 
improvement across the sector.  This should include the development of best practice 
templates and guidelines, consistent training and interpretation of the legislation, and 
involve regular visits to local government to offer assistance and guidance across the 
sector.  
 
Often it appears that Departmental staff have little or no Local Government 
experience and respectfully lack genuine understanding of the real issues, and 
difficulties that confronts individual Local Governments in their quest to serve and 
meet the required needs of respective communities.  While the Department’s efforts 
with its limited capacity is recognised, it is many of the State Government politicians 
that need to gain a better appreciation the function, importance and value of Local 
Government as an integral Industry.  Disappointingly, the lack of resources, capacity 
and focus by the Department presents as a clear indication of the current view of the 
State Government, which needs to change if Local Government is to prove effective in 
delivering good governance and quality levels service to its constituents.       
 

d) The role of elected members and chief executive officers/employees and whether 
these are clearly defined, delineated, understood and accepted. 
 
Acceptance and appreciation of respective roles and professional relations between 
Elected Members and Executive Staff, particularly the CEO, is paramount to the 
effective operations of a Local Government.  With that said, it is viewed that legitimate 
understanding and genuine respect of the roles and responsibilities of Elected 
Members and the CEO is somewhat lacking and often problematic. This can largely be 
attributed to: 
 

i. Inadequate induction for and mandatory training of Elected Members, 
together with promotion and acceptance further education to fully 
understand the role of public office and business of Local Government, with 



the need to remain current in understanding legislative change and 
contemporary corporate practice; 

ii. A strong ‘traditional’ mindset of some Elected Members of an older 
demographic who often struggle to accept and embrace change within the 
Industry (acknowledging the myriad of legislation that continues to change), 
notwithstanding honourable intentions to perform the role on behalf of the 
community.    

iii. A political or individual agenda of an Elected Member(s) that is at odds with 
good governance and broad community interest and sentiment. This occurs 
as a result of poor legislative direction, insignificant penalities for non-
compliance, and lack of oversight by higher authorities that often leads to a 
fragmented and fractionalised Council with adverse decision making and 
conflict amongst Elected Members and/or the CEO.       

iv. A strongly held sense of ‘entitlement’ by some elected members and/or 
employees of a Local Government that extends beyond community interest.  

v. The appointment of a CEO (or other Executive Employees) with: 
- Acceptance by Council of inadequate experience, qualifications or 

understanding of respective positions; 
- Poor recruitment practices by Council including inadequate HR guidance, 

processes and background checks;   
- Inability for Council’s due to protection of confidentially to fully 

understand the real reason why a CEO or other senior employee has left 
previous employment, leading to a ‘recycling’ of poor performance and 
distain on Local Government as an industry;   

- Unrealistic and/or irrelevant expectations by Council placed on the CEO 
and other senior management positions; 

- Inadequate allocation of resources and funding afforded by Council to 
perform the role effectively; 

- Undue influence and/or interference in operational matters;  
- At times an autocratic managerial approach from the incumbent resulting 

in poor organizational culture.  
vi. Conflict arising between Council (designated employer) and the CEO 

(employee) when the CEO is compelled to direct or report on performance 
matters of the Council or an individual Elected Member as required by 
legislation. In this circumstance all CEOs are placed in an unreasonable and 
uncompromising position that needs to be addressed.  The recommended   
approach would be to afford independence and mutual benefit to both 
Council and the CEO by external employment of this position with an 
authority like the Public Sector Commission (PSC) or another authority, where 
there can be:   
- An avenue of reporting on performance of both Council and the CEO to a 

higher authority, without personal retribution; 
- The opportunity to mediate, and if necessary redeploy, to resolve 

relationship issues between the Council and CEO; 
- An independence in recruitment and opportunity for the Council to 

second and trial a CEO before entertaining a longer term contractual 
arrangement with the PSC (or similar) ; 



- Consistency in remuneration and benefits paid to a CEO based on the 
scale of the Local Government and its complexities.      

    
Importantly, this is an area of concern that cannot be ignored if this Industry is to 
present in a professional manner and move forward for the betterment of the people 
it serves. 
 

e) The funding and financial management of local governments. 
 
The funding and financial management of Local Government is precarious at best, 
particularly for many Local Governments within a Band 2, 3 or 4 classification under 
the Salaries and Allowances Tribunal framework for Local Government in WA. 
 
Many are Rural, Regional or Remote Local Governments that are severely constrained 
in their ability raise revenue and generate additional funds. This is due to: 
 

i. Downward pressure from rate payers to cap, and in many circumstances, 
reduce the rate in the dollar at a time when inflation and other increasing 
costs are being incurred and absorbed by the Local Government; 

ii. Diminishing grant funding (FAGS, RRG, Direct Road Grants, R2R), increasing 
justification to demonstrate the need for more funding, and need to be 
extremely competitive and capable through the provision of contribution 
funding;      

iii. Inability to realise financial return through other revenue streams (ie car 
parking and landfill waste fees) available to large Local Governments; 

iv. Poor financial management and decision making by Council/Elected 
Members based on limited understanding of the financial framework for 
Local Government; 

v. Legacy aspirations of some elected members to commit to the long term 
financial matters to the detriment of the organization and ultimately rate 
payers where there is often the inability to fund the operation/maintenance 
of these asset(s) into the future; 

vi. Severe lack of understanding and implementation of Asset Management and 
Long Term Financial Planning 

vii. Continuing difficulty to attract and retain suitably skilled and experienced 
finance staff;   

viii. Continued ‘cost shifting’ by State Government, notwithstanding the findings 
and recommendations of the Hawker Report 2003 and subsequent report on 
this issue that has adversely impacted Local Governments;   

ix. Reluctance to adhere to statutory requirements and accounting standards; 
x. Competing interests to afford training and applicable cost to do so;   

xi. Promotion and encouragement by State Political Parties to embrace and 
commit to projects that extend beyond the capacity of the Local Government 
to administer and maintain; and   

xii. For some Local Governments, there is a ‘shadow’ community generated by 
tourist and seasonal workers that rely of local infrastructure and services, but 
for the most part do not contribute to the Local Government’s financial 



capacity to fund these requirements, even though their presence and 
contribution is important for the local economy. This drives issues of capacity 
and inequity that can place considerable burden of the local Government.                        

 
While much has already been said about ‘cost shifting’ from State Government to 
Local Government Australia wide over the past 16 years, this trend continues relatively 
un-abated and continues to feature as a major issue for Local Government in Western 
Australia. While the larger metropolitan Local Governments have benefited from 
significant population growth (new urban development and gentrification) and can 
pursue varying revenue streams (rates, parking, waste fees and charges), this is not 
the case for the majority of Rural, Regional or Remote Local Governments that have 
over the years incurred population decline, and rely heavily on their Unimproved 
Value (UV) rating income and government subsidies. For these Local Governments 
‘cost shifting’ has only hastened their position of being unsustainable, either now or 
into the future. For most Local Governments it is evident there is a clear lack of 
‘Economy of Scale’, a high level of vulnerability to external influences (ie technological 
change, shifting attitudes/expectations, climate change etc.), increasing governance 
burden, and an incapacity to appropriately fund, resource and retain. To this end, 
State Government in our view has been negligent in treating all Local Government the 
same in imposing additional responsibilities through blanket legislation, when 
implications of ‘cost shifting’ has been well documented for the past 30 years    
   

f) Any other related matters the Select Committee identifies as worthy of examination 
and report. 
 
In consideration of the above stated matters, concerns and comments, there is a pressing 
need for genuine reform.  While communities have maintained consistent opposition to 
change (largely premised on fear of amalgamation supported by strong parochialism) it is the 
State political parties that in our view have been neglectful in performing a more pro-active 
and unified role in promoting the true value of and opportunities to be gained from reform 
for the betterment of Western Australian communities. While sentimental value is a 
consideration, it should not prevail over the need to move forward.     
 
Therefore, it is viewed that reform is necessary (and inevitable) in order for Local Government 
to move forward to meet the challenges of tomorrow. To this end, the following opinions are 
offered for consideration by the Select Steering Committee: 
 

i. It is argued the current relevance of Local Government boundaries in Western 
Australia that stem back to the old Road Boards are no longer considered meaningful 
or representative of contemporary society. Rather, it is argued the current municipal 
boundaries present as merely a line on a map that defines: 

 
- Historical fabric that installs a traditional mindset of looking backward instead of 

forward;     
- Variation in rates, fees and charges between Local Governments without any real 

justification;  
- Inconsistencies in policy, procedures and interpretations that drives frustration 

and creates confusion for the private sector;     



- Differences in decisions made and standards applied holistically that reflect 
poorly on the industry and the multiple disciplines within.    

 
In simple terms, many of these matters are seen as cross boundary anomalies or 
inconsistencies that should not exist present day, and present as a significant 
impediment to driving improvement and sustaining good governance to be delivered 
on a consistent and equitable basis. 
 
On this basis action is needed to align Local Government premised on Economy of 
Scale, commonality of interest, retention of identity, equity and fairness, and 
capability and capacity to sustain Local Government for the long term.       
 

ii. Any reform needs to be underpinned by a sound understanding and appreciation of 
diversity across Western Australia and what Local Government’s role is. It needs to 
take into account the people, the communities, the climate and geography, the 
isolation and the infrastructure, the needs and the challenges.  
 
Importantly, any reform within or across this industry needs to be cognisant of the 
scale and complexity of Western Australia, recognizing the current ‘a one size fits all’ 
is no longer practical nor effective.  
 
Put simply this diversity is extreme, and includes considerable variation in climate, 
topography, distance, services, economic fabric, skills, revenue and so on. Consider 
for a minute the differences between: 

 
- City of Perth to the City of Karratha;  
- Shire Wyndham-East Kimberly to the Shire of Esperance;  
- City of Stirling to the Town of Mosman Park;  
- Shire of Cocos Keeling to the Shire of Ashburton;  
- Shire of Murchison to the Shire of Augusta Margaret River; 

 
These differences present many and varied challenges for each and every Local 
Government, across a host of considerations including finance, resourcing, 
knowledge, skill, servicing, access, connectivity, and community need and expectation 
to name a few. 
 
Conversely, there are multiple of Local Governments that present the same or similar 
in characteristics (ie scale, financial capacity, resourcing, infrastructure, community 
fabric etc.) and share similar challenges. Broadly, this encompasses most Local 
Governments grouped in the Perth metropolitan area, Peel Region, South West 
Region, Mid-West Region, Central Wheatbelt broadly and Great- Southern Region. 
 
There is no doubt the challenge is to strike a balance between diversity and 
commonality, while focused on achieving an ‘Economy of Scale’ to deliver 
contemporary Local Government. In all this points too much need industry reform 
through a balance approach based on equity, transiency, inclusion and honesty.      
                          

iii. Reform also needs to structure on understanding who we represent and need to plan 
for, and what transformation is needed.   
 



Like the other tiers of Government and most other industries, Local Government is at 
a cross road where transformational change is needed to remain current and 
contemporary. Largely, external influences emanating from the global setting and 
generational priorities are now having an impact at a national, state and importantly 
a local level.  
 
This presents a significant challenge for Local Government where a mindset needs to 
change with a stronger and more pro-active approach of collaboration/partnering, 
strategic planning, and addressing the challenges that lay ahead. This is premised on 
a different world to what we see today, acknowledging:  
 

- A continuing aging demographic and need to be responsive; 
- A differing perspective from the youth of today, including their values, 

priorities and how we work, live, and play into the future; 
- Climate change with more frequent/intense events and the need to be 

responsive and adaptable; 
- Our environmental footprint at a local level; and    
- A different and evolving way we need to do business that accords with 

technology and artificial intelligence of varying degree.   
 

However, many Local Governments and their communities are not in this mindset and 
presently struggle to move beyond a traditional approach.   

 
We thank the Select Standing Committee into Local Government for the opportunity to provide 
comment. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

             
Cr Katrina Crute      Ian D’Arcy  

        
Email sp@brookton.wa.gov.au     Email ceo@brookton.wa.gov.au  

 
 
 
 

D’Arcy 




